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@ e inhabit the Age of Over-

statement. That’s why I did-
W W n’t pay much attention the
other day when President Reagan
said the people trying to overthrow
the Nicaraguan Government were the
“moral equals” of our Founding Fa-

rs

<

2,

For years now Presidents have
been making extravagant statements
ike this one. I recall President Nixon,

afier the first moon landing, saying it
v_vgﬁ the greatest event since the Crea-
tign.

_Jt was the Creation recorded in
Genesis that Mr. Nixon was talking
afiout, so upon hearing him, my mind
instantly switched from the
technological feat at hand and
cgmbing through the history of
eyents. Was the moon landing really
ds great, eventwise, as the decision
by a great part of the human race to
believe in the resurrection of Jesus?

As a matter of fact, comxnf down
éeveral rungs on the ladder of great-
ngss, what about the invention of tele-
vision, without which Mr. Nixon
¢oildn’t have been seen making his
statement to allshumanity? Was get-
tigg to the moon really any greater,
ds events go, than inventing a box
that would show the landing right in
your parior?

In those days, as you can see, I still
listened attentively to the sayings of
highly publicized persons — evidence
that- even then 1 was out of contact
with the American masses. Hardly an
American is still alive, if ever there
was, who recalls hearing our Presi-
dent classify the moon landing right
up.there beside the Creation.

g March, 1985

;Exc#torme,thoumhm-
- we are talking pre-1970 America
mow — knew that Mrant;ixon was

King hystericaily, immedi-
ately i him. The nation had
lived long enough in the Age of Over-
statementtobeabletoshytdownits

always cterized pelitics, it was

net until after the Eisenhower Admin-
istration that people who govern us

" elevated overstatement to its present

exalted level.

{n the 1960’s the Government’s
growing addiction to overstatement
began to trap it in nasty policy posi-
tigns that were very hard to escape.
There was the domino theoty, for i,
stance, which held that the fall of one
part.of Indochina must lead inexora-~
bi, to the fall of all the rest, then of
the rest of the Pacific, then — who
cotld tell? — might not all the Amer-
icas-follow?

T4lk of countries falling was part of
thefverstatement. it came from cher-
ished anti-Communist lingo of the
1950’s When nations *“fell”’ to Commu-
nism. But in fact, countries can fall
only metaphoricaily, and the domino
theory’s power to capturs Washing-
toht’s imagination rested on its inher-
et image of precariously balanced ob-
jeets knocking each other down — on
overstatement of the reality.
vVarious Presidents’ efforts to
drouse flagging public enthusiasm for
the: Asian war led to more overstate-
meat. Secretary of State Rusk spoke
qminously of a billion belligerent Chi-
nese confronting America in South
Asia; President Nixon, justifyipg the
Csmbodian invasion, spoke of possi-
hiy capturing the enemy’s entire
command headquarters.

Mr. Rusk overstated the threat;
Mr. Nixon overstated the possibil-
ities. Long before the war’s end, over-
statement had become so common-
pidce that people of the war party
ténded to the overstatement that the
péace party was treasonous while the
peace party freely accused the war
party of criminal tendencies, and peo-
ple less passionate about the matter

an to cultivate the modern habit of
ignoring public cont .

‘ The evidence suggests it is this last
group that is likely to prevail. In any
case, people like President Reagan
with messages to convey to the
numbed masses make their over-
statement increasingly outrageous in
tropes of being heard. -

..’And 0 we had the President’s oves- .

statement of Lebanon’s importance
ta.our national security; which led

making. them vulnerable to the at.
tacks that forced him to withdraw
them, thus demonstrating that his
policy in Lebanon amoynted only to
overstatement.

' Fortunately for the President, his
overstatement did not awaken an
audience, which except for one bloody
weekend, nodded calmly throughout
the exercise.

gling to overthrow Dad AIng
in Managua. .1..;.‘ R

{Iprobable here in the Age of Over-
statement. a
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